PRESENTATION TO NORTHERN AND OFFSHORE INFORMATION 
RESOURCES SEMINAR, APRIL 16, 1986 


_ My name is Leith Peterson and | am Project Manager/Library Clerk Training 
Program with the Dene-Metis Negotiations Secretariat. | am responsible 
for training two Library Clerks. This one-year project is mostly funded by 
Employment Development Branch. We appreciate the fact that Employment 
Development Branch recognized the importance of the work we are doing. 


| would also like to thank the organizers of this seminar for inviting us to 
speak here. You might find some of things | have to say here a bit blunt, 
but anyone who knows me will tell] you that’s my usual style with 
everybody. 


The Dene-Metis Negotiations Secretariat was formed around November/83 
to negotiate the land claim on behalf of the Dene Nation and Metis 
Association. As the Secretariat is not a legal entity and therefore cannot 
really own anything, it was decided in October/84 that materials collected 
by the Dene-Metis Secretariat would now and eventually be deposited in 
the Dene Nation library/archives. The Metis Association also has a 
library/archives and | am mostly responsible for it as well. | hope to train 
someone to look after the Metis library/archives on a regular basis. 


Even though this isn't my land claim, | feel it is in my interest and the 
interest of all Northerners, librarians and archivists, to encourage native 
people to control] their own libraries and archives. Many native groups in 
the States control their own libraries and archives. Even Ronald Reagan 
passed legislation affirming native self-government in 1983. Under the 
Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act, U.S. native groups 
have contro] over their own records and some native libraries and archives 
have been in existence for decades. As John Fleckner states in his 
excellent book, Native American Archives : an introduction: 


The investment of time and personnel in such projects may 
well be the most important effort in American Indian 
community development today. It is an investment in 
sustaining the living memory of apeople. It is equally a 
foundation for future development of a society...A tribal 
archives places...resources in Indian hands, and thus 
encourages interpretation of tribal history from an Indian 
perspective. The American Indian, writes the historian 

8 yd iam T. Hagan, has been an “archival captive” because to 
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be an Indian is “to have non-Indians write their version of 
your history”. A tribal archives is one means to reverse this 
Situation and to give substance to the goal of Indian cultural 
self-determination 


Preservation of the Dene/Metis heritage is already part of the land claims 
process. The Dene and Metis libraries and archives fall under a section of 
the land claims agreement which deals with records relating to the 
Dene/Metis heritage. The federal and territorial governments have 
already committed themselves to working out an arrangement with the 
Dene and Metis regarding this important issue. Just at the point where a 
resolution of this matter is imminent, it appears that Erik Neilson is 
intent on cutting off funding to comprehensive claims groups. 


some of you might say, Erik Neilson is right; our policies towards native 
people have failed. Let's get out our shredders, let's eliminate native 
programs and forget it all happened. It’s embarassing for non-native 
people. Let's put our blinders on. Certainly, no one can deny that billions 
have been spent on native programs, but many of us know that a lot of this 
money doesn't really reach native people. It gets sucked into the 
insatiable, administrative vortex of various agencies who administer 
native programs. There never seems to be enough money to do it 
right, but there always seems to be enough money to do it over. 
A lot of this money goes to unnecessary studies. Native people have been 
studied to death. It's about time we stopped studying native people and 
started listening to them instead. We are aware that there are many, 
many, principled, sincere and dedicated non-native people within 
government, industry and business who have only the best interests of 
native people at heart. Often the “reward” for being principled is you are 
harrassed and intimidated by some of your own non-native people. 
Supporting native issues can be a very isolating experience, but 
supporting the status quo can be even worse. 


| have known native people most of my life. | have worked in native 
organizations in Northern Ontario, Southern Ontario and here. In fact, this 
is the second time I've worked in Yellowknife. | also worked for the Dene 
Nation library about 10 years ago. My employment with native groups has 
mainly been in the library field, but | also was involved in native support 
work, native crafts, human rights concerns, management and secretarial 
work with these groups. | have worked with political, cultural, band, 
Status, Non-status/Metis, and friendship centre native organizations. 
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It absolutely makes my blood boil when | read sections of the Neilson 
report relating to the concerns over the proliferation of native 
organizations. Who caused this proliferation of native 
organizations? Who in most cases insisted that Status be separated 
from Non-Status? Who in most cases insisted that cultura] organizations 
be separated from political? | remember occasions when | was working 
in native support work, when native cultural centres and friendship 
centres would refuse to house native political events, because they were 
afraid it would jeopardize their funding. How convenient. Divide and 
conquer. 


And don't tell me | don't have aright to say this because I’m non-native. 
Cece Macauley, the well-known contributor to our NWT newspaper, 
News/North, said in arecent column, “it takes a native to smarten a 
native”. Well, sometimes, it takes a non-native to smarten a non-native, 
too. As anon-native, | often see through the subtle little games of my 
own people. There are some incredibly shrewd civil servants and industry 
officials around who know every trick in the manipulation book. They 
move native people around like chess pieces. The fact is that 
native people are getting too smart and that’s why the plug is being pulled 
on a lot of native programs. 


some of you are probably saying, yes, but aren't native people to blame for 
some of this misfortune? As many native people who know me are aware, 
| am not afraid to make my opinions known to native people when | 
disagree with what they do. But to me, a good, rip-roaring argument is a 
heck of a lot better than the subtle, hypocritic backstabbing | see some of 
my non-native associates engage in. Don't forget either who native people 
learned some of their political methods from. 


You are probably asking, what does all this have to do with native 
libraries and archives? Everything. We are down to the wire here and 
it's the Neilson report versus the Coolican report. It was indeed a 
breath of fresh air to read many of the statements in the 
Coolican report. | hope you put it on your reading list. 


Native people have the right to control their own information. A lot of 
the material collected by the Dene-Metis Secretariat, Dene Nation and 
Metis Association was produced by native people. Native organizations 
have been experiencing tremendous anxieties lately because of the 
threatened or actual cuts in their programs. When Alice Abel, Library and 
information Officer/Dene Nation heard of these cuts and the possible loss 
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of the Dene Nation library/archives, she said “they're trying to take 
everything away from us”. The irony is that native libraries and archives 
Can save native organizations and the taxpayer a lot of money in the long 
run. By helping to ensure that important documents can be retrieved, 
important research is not repeated, money is saved on duplication 
(because material is recycled) and a documentation of the land claim is 
created. 


Native libraries have recently been having all kinds of difficulties on the 
national level when they lobby with national library organizations. 
Promises were made to us last year but so far we've mostly been getting 
the runaround from these organizations. Unlike most of the negative 
recommendations in the recent Neilson report, there is a recommendation 
that the National Library of Canada stick with published material and 
leave unpublished material to the Public Archives. We hope the National 
Library will heed these recommendations as this will make it easier for 
us to know who to deal with, as in the past the issue of jurisdiction was 
clouded when the National Library tried to extend its jurisdiction into 
maps, the papers of literary and musical personages, and other areas 
covetted by the Public Archives. 


Things are never going to get better if we continue to play games with 
native people. A lot of time, energy and money is expended on lobbying 
simply to maintain the existence of native libraries and archives. We 
have heard a lot of flowery words and empty promises. We are very 
grateful that you have asked us to speak here today. Please remember 
that we are tired of postures and politics. Don’t promise us things you 
arent prepared to deliver. 


Many groups, such as the ones represented in this room, are very 
interested in when we will be open to the public, and in fact have already 
been asking us for information. We need time before we will be capable 
of handling public information requests. As anyone who has visited the 
Dene or Metis libraries/archives will readily verify, there is a 
mountainous quantity of information which still needs to be organized. 
This is because library and archival services were not really a priority 
with the Leaderships until recently. There's no use in us providing a 
service or saying we Can provide a service until we have the political 
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mandate to do it and we are set up properly to do it. In the meantime, we 
want to thank those libraries and archives who have graciously offered 
their services and expertise to us over the years. 


The process of establishing native libraries and archives in Canada is 
going to be a gradual, but steady, process. Why not allow native people 
that time? Why not assist them financially, help train them? There are 
at least four native people in Canada with Library Technician and 
Librarian diplomas. There are even more who have extensive experience 
in library and archival work through on-the-job training. This sort of 
thing should be encouraged. Actually, we will all benefit because native 
people have and will gain important skills and expertise in the process of 
establishing and maintaining their own libraries and archives. Supporting 
a project like this is a lot cheaper in the long run than supporting 
hundreds of uneducated native people on welfare. 


Both the Dene and Metis Leaderships have passed resolutions 
recommending that a feasibility study be done re establishing a native 
library/archives in Yellowknife. There are numerous matters which this 
study will have to address, including: whether the Dene and Metis 
libraries/archives should be combined, where the libraries/archives could 
be located, what systems the libraries/archives could use, eg. 
classification/cataloguing, and how the libraries/archives could relate to 
the Dene Cultural Institute. We have submitted a proposal to the NWT 
secretary of State regional office and they are 100% behind this proposal. 
All we need now is approval from Ottawa. Why not write a letter to Peter 
Globensky at the Secretary of State office in Ottawa recommending that 
this study be funded? | can give you all the details if you come over and 
ask me later. 
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